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Abstract
Due to the wealth of natural resources and the strategic geographic location of Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan, these two countries have attracted a significant amount of soft power investments,
including foreign direct investment, non-government organizations, and infrastructure
development. This paper compares the fluctuations in the soft power measurements to the levels
of human development in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The findings show highly similar changes
in the amount soft power investments to the level of human development indicators, suggesting a
strong correlation between the two measures. A methodological analysis and further data sets
would be necessary to determine the connection though.
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1. Introduction:
On the plains of Central Asia, a land of ancient history, rich culture and valuable natural
resources, the geographical location of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan
Turkmenistan and the other countries has made them invaluable as trade routes. The original
“Great Game” struggle between the Russian Empire and Great Britain for access to the Indian
Ocean’s shipping routes has evolved, in a modified manner, into the “New Great Game” (Cooley,
2012) of the modern age.
My motivation for this research began as an attempt to research the international power
struggle between the United States, Russia and China. Having firsthand experience in the language
and experiences of all three of these countries, I quickly landed on the much-disputed territory of
Central Asia. Central Asia has held an important strategical position as the ‘crossroads of Asia’.
This territory has gained greater international attention as rich natural gas and oil resources were
discovered. A quest into Central Asian history and politics and discovering Alexander Cooley’s
books “Great Games, Local Rules” and “Dictators without Borders” paint a detailed picture of the
authoritarian regimes that capitalize on international interest for personal gain. This led to the
question of how the lives of locals have been impacted through global power struggles and foreign
investment.
The Soviet era left the countries of Central Asia with collapsed supply chains and political
parties scrambling for power. In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, which this research focuses on,
special interest groups have invested heavily into certain areas of the economy. The New Great
Game between China, Russia and the United States as a struggle for military and political influence
has led them to the Crossroads of the World. Investments into the energy, agriculture and education
of these two countries reflect the ways in which foreign entities and internal regimes affect the
development of a nation more than any other factors. Studies have been done on FDI, soft power
influences, bilateral investment treaties and external influences on democracy. Few, however,
examine the direct correlation between soft power and human development.
The term ‘soft power’, first coined by Joseph Nye, Jr. (1990, 2002), relates to non-military
power used to influence a nation’s perception and persuade other countries to act in a certain way.
Soft power enables solutions for critical global issues requiring multilateral cooperation. (Nye,
2004) While many authors have researched soft power, few have studied the impacts of soft power
on the development of the nations where these cultural and monetary plays are being put into
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action. If soft power involves a combination of cultural exchange, education, and investment into
a foreign country to induce certain favorable outcomes, such relationships often result in
repercussions in the receiving countries.
This paper draws a connection between soft power plays and the level of human
development in the Central Asian countries of Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. To examine the effects
of soft power balancing (Ferguson, 2012), this research studies human development in Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan and looks at how soft power investments from China, Russia and the United States
have affected human development in the region. How soft power and human development are
highly debated topics, both in their definition and in their measurements. For this research soft
power investments will be measured in foreign direct investment and bilateral treaties, the total
number of non-governmental organizations present in the two countries, and infrastructure
development from 1991 till present.
Measuring human development is a complex topic at its best, with measures of human
development ranging from life expectancy to political freedom. Cultural philosophy also plays a
significant role (Fukuda-Parr, 2003) in determining development. Sociologists have struggled to
tailor this measurement to modern times and measures of welfare. As Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan
are both authoritarian regimes lacking in political freedom, the factors used to measure human
development in this sphere will focus on the health and economic sectors. This research looks at
the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in Gini equivalent for income equality measures,
healthcare expenditure, and life expectancy.
This research paper is divided into six sections. The first section includes a literature review
on the most recent authors on Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and human development. The second
section is an overview of the statistics used to measure soft power and looks at the flows of
investment, NGO’s and student exchange in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The third section
includes human development measurements in both countries, which have been narrowed down
to three defining statistics of health expenditure, life expectancy at birth and the corresponding
GDP per capita combined with the Gini coefficient to evaluate wealth and wealth distribution.
In the fourth section this paper provides a detailed analysis of the three human development
factors, looking at the relationships between the independent variables and the dependent variables.
The fifth section analyzes the statistics and the timeline for soft power and human development to
determine correlation. While there are too many variables and disputed terminology to conduct a
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detailed hypothesis testing, this paper draws a conclusion about the correlation between soft power
investment and human development and points to areas of research that have potential in providing
valuable policy-making insights.
The sixth and last section concludes the research findings and makes certain predictions on
the levels of soft power investments and plausible changes that will be seen in both human
development and the impacts that recent events may have on further transformations in coming
years.
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2. Literature Review
The use of non-military power to influence states and advocate for a nation’s interest is a
tactic used since the pyramids of Egypt were built and the dynasties of China warred with each
other. Democracies today continue to refine the ways in which soft power is used to coerce and
incentivize other countries. In the past 30 years of independence, the resource-rich regions of
Central Asia have faced unique challenges in nation-building, system development and managing
external interests in these high-demand resources.
Recent times have seen growing geopolitical interest from great powers due to the strategic
location and wealth of natural resources. Russia and China, due to political and geographical
nearness, are deeply invested in these developing countries, evidenced through a wealth of
monetary transfers, investment treaties and infrastructure development. The United States has
expanded its interests to Central and East Asia in recent times. These interests have grown since
9/11, some of which will be outlined in the soft power section.
Alexander Cooley’s book “Great Games, Local Rules” outlines the history of foreign
interests in the Central Asian region. Cooley’s argues that international investors have nonconflicting goals, which is what allows them to “simultaneously pursue their interests in the region”
(Cooley, 2012, p.6) Cooley argues that increasing foreign interests have empowered local
authoritarian governments which have control of the country’s main industries and the treaties or
wealth flows and distribution within their nation. There are rules which these Central Asian nations
operate by, with a set of three specific rules. One of these is that “state resources are used for
private economic gain, especially for the ruling elite” (Cooley, 2012, p.28). To more objectively
measure development, GDP per capita as well as the Gini-coefficient will be compared to look at
wealth and wealth distribution in these two countries.
Foreign direct investment (FDI) is commonly viewed as a development tool which boosts
a host country’s wealth and infrastructure. (Nye, 1990) The existing theories link foreign direct
investment to not only economic growth, but “constructive institutional change, efficiency gains,
human capital development, and even democratization in recipient countries”. (Vanderhill et al,
2019) Sometimes contrary to this discussion is the natural resource trap, which suggests that
having a wealth of natural resources can negatively impact a country’s GDP growth (Hogan, 2010.
p.3) by attracting foreign investors to the host state while negatively impacting local businesses
and other non-resource related sectors.
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Measuring human development remains a disputed academic topic. In 1989, Amartya Sen
developed his thesis that the main objective of development is freedom. It outlines 5 types of
instrumental freedoms: political freedom, economic facilities, social opportunities, transparent
guarantees, and protective security. President Roosevelt built off this theory to outline five
freedoms: freedom from hunger, freedom from ignorance and disease, freedom to organize and
vote, freedom to choose among political options, and freedom from want and need. These were
later written into the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of the United Nations in 1948. No
nation on this planet has yet achieved a perfectly free and developed nation, although certain
countries are nearing that benchmark.
The debates on measuring human development are closely tied to and influenced by
philosophy. Because of its quantitative definitions (Ren, 1989), “the comparison of a country’s
human development index rank with its GDP per capita rank became, in this regard, more critical
than the human development index itself as a measure of a country’s human development.”
(Fukuda-Parr, 2003, p.305). While GDP per capita has risen steadily in both post-Soviet countries,
other crucial determinants of human development such as employment rates, life expectancy at
birth and the emigration (Nyussupova et al, 2011) lowered human development indicators in
Central Asia for the first five years to a decade.
The correlation between demographics and human development is not one that will be
examined at length in this paper. The correlation between FDI and democracy building does not
hold true for these two Central Asian countries, as the authoritarian regime and state control of the
most lucrative resource enterprises have ensured political stability for the regime, but not
democratization (Cooley, 2012; Vanderhill et al, 2019). Economic growth and the consequently
improved development indicators can be attributed to high amounts of FDI, a vested interest in
education and development from the international community, and externally funded
infrastructure development with the purpose of connecting Europe and Asia.
While rule of law and international arbitration are prevalent in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan,
there have been many cases involving business disputes where the government has “refused to
comply with arbitration decisions not in its favor and chose to support the interests of the state and
municipal governments when they were in conflict with those of foreign investors.” (Vanderhill et
al, 2019, p.660). This lack of political stability and corruption is even more severe in Kyrgyzstan,
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ranking many places lower in terms of business favorability. (World Bank 2017, Vanderhill et al,
2019)
Political instability and hostile sentiment are deterring factors for potential international
investors and other forms of soft power plays. Despite the consensus that China’s influence in
Central Asia is growing, with linguistic and cultural centers strategically placed around the region,
there is also growing anti-China sentiment. An anti-China strike in early February of 2020 by
hundreds of Kyrgyz locals caused the Chinese government to withdraw its funding for a 280million-dollar logistics center, with claims from locals that it was a land-grab by China (Reuters,
2020). Authorities said they could not continue the deal with China in a part of the population
opposed it. Despite a high concentration of U.S. NGO’s located and operating in Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan, the Kyrgyz government chose to shut down the US air base in Manas due to increased
pressure from the Russian government. Peace Corp volunteers in Kyrgyzstan state that the
environment towards the U.S. is still very hostile and suspicious, and that locals view foreigners
as Western spies.
Statistics and evidence (Cooley, 2012; show that the soft power investment made in
Central Asia are mostly for improving the source country’s image and strengthening political ties
with these strategical countries. The soft power plays are generally not intended to improve the
quality of life, education, or economic growth of these countries. Rather, the positive increase in
HDI indicators is byproduct of the struggle for influence and control over energy resources and
political ties. Positive economic growth attracts foreign investors, foreign investment and
infrastructure development improve the economy and employ locals, which then boosts healthcare
and life expectance as a result. While these are not direct A+B=C factors, there is a large amount
of correlation in these factors.
This paper is devoted to examining the correlation between soft power plays and an
increase in human development. The following sections focus on soft power investments and
international motivation for investment, NGO’s presence and purpose in Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan, and the resulting improvements and economic growth as a result.
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3. Soft Power in Kazakhstan
Kazakhstan has attracted large numbers of foreign investors due to its rich oil and gas
resources. As the great powers expanded their search for energy security, one of the key global
security focuses, this large Central Asian country found Russia, China, the United States to be
eager suitors. Kazakhstan boasts a fast rate of GDP growth, which has been shown to have a
positive relation with FDI growth (Ashurov et al, 2020, p.171). Kazakhstan’s close political ties
with Russia, numerous infrastructure development projects from China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), and numerous U.S. NGO’s working in every sphere from health care to education clearly
demonstrate international interest in this country. And yet, as Cooley argues, these three powers
are able to coexist in the country due to the fact that they each have non-conflicting interests in the
country (Cooley, 2012).
As Kazakhstan developed its political and economic strategy as a sovereign state, its
landlocked position between Russia and China limited President’s Nazarbayev’s agenda to expand
exports. Kazakhstan was forced to export its oil through Russian Territory. (Nurgaliyeva, 2016)
Russia took advantage of this by dictating the prices and volumes of Kazakhstan's oil, which forced
them to diversify energy export routes through the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline and the
Kazakhstan-China pipeline, taking Kazakhstan from being dependent on Russian economic
cooperation to being a global competitor with Russia. Nurgaliyeva (2016) and Cooley (2012) both
investigate how Central Asian regimes have learned to manipulate the international interest into a
position of power. This evidenced itself in episodes such as the U.S. Manas airbase in Kyrgyzstan
being shut down in 2013, presumably to send a message to Washington about interfering too much
in local politics.
The United States was the second country to sign a bilateral investment agreement with
Kazakhstan in 1992 after the country’s independence. China was the next country, signing the BIT
only three months after the United States did. (UNCTAD, Kazakhstan) These countries recognized
the value of trade in these resource-rich countries. Russian to this day does not have an official
bilateral trade agreement with either Kazakhstan or Kyrgyzstan, yet maintains strong political and
economic ties, and is in several free trade agreements with the Central Asian states (Asia Regional
Integration Center, Kazakhstan).
Russia and the two Central Asian countries are all part of UN, OSCE, CIS, CSTO and SCO.
These organizations vary on levels of cooperation from weapon purchasing and transnational
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security to trade and political security. Russia, based on most sources and discussions with locals,
holds the most sway over these regions. The marks of the Soviet era are still evident in many
spheres of government and economics.
Cooley, in his writings on “Great Games” and international aid in Central Asia, writes:
In terms of “soft power,” all three external actors opened cultural and language
offices in Central Asia, mimicking Western programs and projects, sponsored new
media outlets, and organized youth exchanges and educational programming to
expose Central Asian students to their respective countries. By the end of the decade,
all three powers had become regional donors, disbursing bilateral aid and assistance
to the Central Asian states for a mix of humanitarian, political, and economic
purposes. (Cooley, 2012, p.8)

An estimate of U.S. government assistance to Central Asia by Cooley in his book
“Dictators Without Borders” shows that monetary assistance covers more than simply FDI. Due
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Security and Policy Aid
Department of State DOD
and USAID
Department of Defense
Official U.S. Government
Aid
Democracy Assistance

Kazakhstan
60.67
8.69

Kyrgyzstan
38.30
6.05

51.98
165.29

32.25
54.51

5.70

5.36

(Figures accessed from “Dictators without Borders: Money and Power in Central Asia”, by Cooley,
Alexander, p.42. Estimates from FY2007, in $millions)
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

to the lack of transparency revolving around the information from China and Russia, and much
classified information from governmental departments, this research will use statistics and
numbers published by the most trusted international sources such as the World Bank, World
Trade Organization and International Money Fund.
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3.1 FDI in Kazakhstan
Since its independence in 1991, Kazakhstan has been one of the fastest growing economies
in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) region. Foreign direct investment remains the
largest factor in money inflows (Waikar et al, 2011) with oil exports “driving much of
Kazakhstan’s growth in the 21st century”. In fact, experts estimate that oil exports and oil-related
businesses account for 90% of the country’s economic growth since opening the economy.
Kazakhstan quickly adapted its economic policies after independence to attract foreign
direct investment. After six years of negative economic growth and policy reforms, the country
was able to capitalize on the oil price increase in the late 1990’s. Since then, it has become one of
the fastest growing economies not only in the CIS region, but in the world. (OECD, 2012 p.11) As
the oil sector is still the main source of foreign direct investment attraction in Kazakhstan, the
country has not been able to diversify its industry much. This has impacted the economic policies,
requiring Kazakhstan to adopt investment-friendly regulations for foreign-investors.
Kazakhstan provides foreign entities with the same investment standards and obligations
as Kazakhstan nationals, with a few exceptions in certain sectors. (OECD, 2012, p.12).
International investors are able to invest in almost every business sector. Restrictions for
international investors, which are exempt from the national treatment clause, include the
agricultural and forest, media, telecommunications, air transport and pension sectors. (OECD,
2012, annex A) However, in working to ensure work equality and protect national interests, the
government has placed extremely complex restrictions for foreign companies, ranking it extremely
high on the OECD foreign direct investment Regulatory Restrictiveness Index.
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Table 1: Net Foreign Direct Investment Inflows, % of GDP, World Bank (Accessed 20.07.2020)

Above is a graph depicting the net inflows of foreign direct investment into Kazakhstan between
the years 1992 and 2019. The graph’s numbers show a steady increase in annual foreign direct
investment until a peak just before 2005. Following this, foreign direct investment changes in
irregular spikes and frequencies. Below will be an analysis of the world events regarding these
changes and the foreign direct investment policies or regulations within Kazakhstan that reflect
this.
Between 1990 and 2000, the slowing rising foreign direct investment mirrored the
development in the economic policies and the regime in Kazakhstan transitioned from a statecontrolled economy to the more open market economy to attract foreign investment. The collapse
of the Soviet Union and the interruption of the industrial chains that transported much of
Kazakhstan’s natural resources to Russia for processing, combined with political instability could
have been correlated to the slow decrease in GDP during the first decade after independence. This
means that foreign direct investment was a large percent of the GDP directly from the start, and
the government worked to provide a favorable environment to foreign investors.
As seen in Table 3 below, the national GDP reached an all-time low in 1999 at 16.871
billion, a 32.3% decrease from the 24.907 billion seen in Kazakhstan in 1992 first after
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independence. The oil prices (as depicted in Table 2) were also at the lowest point in that decade,
before taking a sharp rise upwards at the end of the 20th century and into the early years of the
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Table 1: Net Foreign Direct Investment Inflows, % of GDP, World Bank (Accessed 20.07.2020)

Table 2: Crude Oil Prices, (US$/ barrel), Macrotrends (Accessed 20.07.2020)
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

21st. From that point on, Kazakhstan’s “oil exports have driven much of (its) economic growth in
recent decades, rising from approximately $2.5 billion in 1999 to over $16 billion in 2005.” (IMF
2006) “The country moved to the upper-middle-income group in 2006. Since 2002, GDP per capita
has risen sixfold and poverty incidence has fallen sharply, significantly improving the country’s
performance on the World Bank’s indicator of shared prosperity”. (World Bank, accessed
24.07.2020)
Oil sector exports have contributed to a large percent of the growth in foreign direct
investment as well as GDP, as shown in both charts. In “Great Games, Local Rules”, Alexander
Cooley discusses the involvement of the ‘three great powers’ in their competition for Central
Asia’s natural resources and strategic geographical location. Russian, Western, and Chinese

Table 3: National GDP (in billion US$) Kazakhstan, World Bank (Accessed 20.07.2020)
energy firms have competed to develop Kazakhstan’s oil fields (Cooley, 2012) The high
percentage of state-owned enterprises, 87% post-independence (OECD, 2017) has allowed the
state to benefit from the foreign direct investment inflows, allocating the wealth to regime-favored
aristocrats and relatives of the ruling parties. (Cooley, 2012)
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In 2019 the share of mineral fuels, oil, and distillation products made up 67% percent of
Kazakhstan’s exports. (Trading Economics, 2019 report) Despite the state’s extensive
privatization efforts in the different market sectors, the state retains a strong hold in most business
sectors, resulting in the natural resources flowing as foreign direct investment into the state’s
pockets. This cycle of state control in attractive investment sectors leading to foreign direct
investment inflows into SOE’s has created an imbalance of wealth. Despite Kazakhstan being one
of the fastest developing countries in the world economically thanks to its natural resource exports
and foreign direct investment, the country still ranks low on human rights, wealth distribution and
rule of law in the country. Human development statistics looked at later in a later section

This pie chart depicts the seven main source countries of FDI in Kazakhstan in 2016.
Netherlands has been one of the largest investors into Kazakhstan since its independence in 1991,
while the United States, China and Russian remain in the top 7 investors. In 2019, the US surpassed
the Netherlands in FDI at 19.2 billion dollars, with China in third place at 3.69 billion, and Russia
at 2.26 billion. (Economic Agency of Kazakhstan) The United States has more than double the
amount of FDI than Russia and China combined. While the US has a much larger economy than
Russia in terms of investment proportions, it is clear that the US is highly invested in oil and gas
resources. Russia has a lot of oil and gas resources on its own territory. Russia also continues to
have close political and economic ties with Kazakhstan, both being part of several region free trade
unions.
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Russia, however, may be losing its close hold on regional politics. “Russia’s strongest
competitor for regional influence lies not to its west, but to its east,” states Cooley. (Cooley, 2012,
p.74) As China expands its interests through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), Kazakhstan turns
to other foreign investors besides Russia to be less under Moscow’s thumb. Through growing
markets, Kazakhstan has capitalized on international investment to build its economy (Cooley,
2012). The state control and lack of political freedom remain barriers to further economic
development.
The World Bank quotes:
For Kazakhstan to transit to a new growth model and facilitate a sizable expansion of
the tradable non-oil sector’s role in the economy, the government must demonstrate
significant improvements to the rule of law, the quality of human capital, and the
investment climate. (ASTANA, May 31, 2018)

Kazakhstan is working to privatize its businesses to capitalize on foreign direct investment
in the market economy yet fails to show increases in democratization often associated with foreign
direct investment and an open market economy.
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3.2 Foreign NGO’s in Kazakhstan
The civil society and non-governmental sectors in Kazakhstan are rather small, both due
to the strict authoritarian government regime and lack of funding (Knox and Yessimova, 2015).
Despite criticisms, Kazakhstan has seen a lot of political reform through civil society organizations,
especially in the years before and after the collapse of the Soviet Union and during the forming of
the new government (Sayabayev, 2016). To this day, civil society organizations and local NGO’s
in Kazakhstan are limited in their scope of activities due to being heavily reliant on government
funding.
These regulations, as well as lack of transparency of information from the government
means that it is extremely difficult to find information or statistics on foreign NGO’s located in
Kazakhstan. A Kazakh local who was interviewed stated that no such databases exist in
Kazakhstan. The searches conducted in this research are most likely not an accurate account of the
full number of foreign NGO’s from Russia, China, or the United States. The information that was
found serves to depict the scope and sectors in which these foreign organizations work.
China, by definition of its political regime, would not have “non-governmental
organizations”. Any organizations representing the Chinese state must have governmental
approvement. These organizations do not promote Western values such as democracy or freedom
of speech, both of which would positively reflect on the Human Development Index (Sen, 2001;
Sakiko, 2003).
The only official Chinese institute listed on the Chinese embassy’s website was the
Confucius Institute. Chinese language teaching has been closely associated with China’s soft
power plays around the world.
“Confucius Institutes and classes, as governmental educational institutions of the PRC,
are expanding their linguistic and cultural influence on the basis of state finances and
technologies... facilitated by the development of trade and economic relations and
entrepreneurship between China and Central Asia. ... Chinese enterprises prioritize
candidates with knowledge of the Chinese language in employment. Confucius
Institutes conduct the ... “Chinese Bridge” competition, whose winners have the
opportunity to receive a grant for further studies in China. This, in turn, attracts young
people.” (Kerimbayev et al, 2020)

Confucius Institutes are used in Central Asia to strengthen China’s cultural influence. Not
only are they located in strategical geographic locations, but they also hold influence in
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employment and education potential. In 2018, the number of Kazakh students studying in Chinese
universities went up to 17,000. This demonstrates that a growing number of young people in
Kazakhstan accept Chinese culture and perceive Chinese cooperation as a part of their country’s
future. (Kerimbayev et al, 2020) There might only be a few Confucius Institutes in Kazakhstan,
but China’s soft power as a cultural and economic partner is growing in the region.
The official NGO database in the United States, Guidestar, lists 38 NGO’s with a focus
and operations in Kazakhstan. The mostly highly funded one is Partners in Health, an organization
that provides “technical and financial assistance, medical supplies, and administrative

support to partner projects” in Kazakhstan and in other countries. These 38 organizations
range from a $144,936,000 budget, to $0 budget organizations. Out of these organizations, there
are well-funded programs in health, education, humanitarian aid, conflict resolution and peace
building, religious missions, and economic development-related fields.
While the United States sends high numbers of organizations and funding into this central
country, its approval ratings based on the US Global Leadership Report in 2012 below show that
28% of Kazakhs approve of U.S. leadership, with 27% disapproving and 45% uncertain.
Considering the numerous organizations based around the country, it would appear that the United
States might not have the influence in Kazakhstan that China or Russian have.

Table: U.S. Global Leadership Report 2012- Kazakhstan
The Soviet era left many permanent changes to Central Asia. Most Kazakhs speak Russian
fluently, the official languages in Kazakhstan are Kazakh and Russian, with 5,290,000 Kazakh
speakers and 6,230,000 Russian speakers. In recent years, the color revolutions of Ukraine,
Georgia and other Central Asian countries turning towards the West and democratization have
resulted in Russia working to expand their influence through a combination of soft power and hard
power, termed by the Kremlin as ‘soft coercion’.
Russia employs a vocabulary of ‘soft power’ to disguise its ‘soft coercion’ efforts aimed
at retaining regional supremacy. Russian pseudo-NGOs undermine the social cohesion
of neighbouring states through the consolidation of pro-Russian forces and ethnogeopolitics; the denigration of national identities; and the promotion of anti-US,
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conservative Orthodox and Eurasianist values. They can also establish alternative
discourses to confuse decision-making where it is required, and act as destabilizing
forces by uniting paramilitary groups and spreading aggressive propaganda. (Chatham
House. Lutsevych, 2016)

The pro-Russian network (Lutsevych, 2016) called the Rusky Mir (Russian World) has
many organizations in Central Asia. In Kazakhstan alone, there are 50 registered organizations
listed on the Rusky Mir website. These include three Kazakh-Russian universities in Kazakhstan,
an international university, a medical university, and a branch of the Moscow Institute of
Economics. Kazakh students make up the largest community of international students in Russia.
Kazakhstan is also home to one of the largest Russian diasporas anywhere in the world.
There are multiple Russian compatriot organizations for ethnically Russian Kazakhs living in the
country, cultural centers, radio stations strategically placed around the country, research centers
and teacher’s organizations. There are governmentally organized funds to support the ethnic
Russians living abroad around the globe, including the Pravfond (Prav Fund, Fund of Rights) to
support legal rights of Russian compatriots. The Gorchakov Fund has an official mission
“to support public diplomacy, facilitate the participation of Russian non-governmental
organizations in international cooperation, as well as for the active and effective involvement of
civil society institutions in the foreign policy process.” (Pravfond.ru official website)
Russia is far poorer than either China or Russian, but yet still has such powerful influence.
The reaches of Russian soft power plays extend further than either China or the United States.
Through a combination of ethnical and linguistic connections, close geographical location and
long-term historical cooperation, Russia’s investments to control the perception and views over
the West has been mainly successful in Kazakhstan.

3.3 Infrastructure Development in Kazakhstan
Kazakhstan is one of the most economically developed countries in Central Asia and is
located in a strategical geographic position between the East and West. In the past three decades,
5,435 million USD have been invested into developing Kazakhstan’s infrastructure. The largest
share goes to electricity, rather than roads and railways.
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China, Russia and the United States are among the top sponsors listed by the World Bank
in terms of infrastructure development. The top projects sponsored by the Russian Federation total
300 million USD, the United States had 152 million USD from the Bank of New York, and China’s
top sponsor reached 136 million USD.
The Privacy Shield Network, a joint network between Switzerland, the U.S., and the
European Commission in 2019 named construction as one of the best business sectors for
international investors to Kazakhstan. The network states
“Growth in Kazakhstan’s construction market will be considerably higher than
in the country’s regional counterparts in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) over
the coming years, underpinned by the strong project pipeline in the transport
and energy sectors.” (Kazakstan Infrastructure, Privacy Shield Network Report
2019)
Kazakhstan has a longstanding cooperation with China since the 2000’s, which means that
it’s difficult to determine the impact of the latest BRI initiative that was begun in 2013.
(Aitzhanova, 2019) With Russian, China and Kazakhstan all founders of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, collaboration on region projects and issues have been in progress since 1996. Now
the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has turned toward Central Asia as the “key areas for
the implementation of this megaproject”, Astana Times wrote.
A Kazakhstani program of infrastructure modernization “Nurly Zhol” was began in 2014,
and in 2015 Kazakhstan and China agreed to tie together “Nurly Zhol” and BRI. (Aitzhanova,
2019) The total cost of BRI infrastructure program has been variously estimated at US$1-4 trillion,
with Chinese infrastructure commitment to date at US$300-500 billion (World Bank, June 2020).
The impacts of infrastructure development in Kazakhstan have mostly been seen in Kazakh
trade and exports. More advanced infrastructure lowers shipping time and costs and allows the
country to export more goods and services, especially mineral and energy resources. (World Bank,
2020) The general shift from Western trading partners is seen drastically in the chart below,
showing China more than double trade, imports and exports with Kazakhstan. The EU and Russia,
in comparison, have
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Table : Accessed from the World Bank

Global Investment Hub shows several ongoing infrastructure development projects,
including a classroom and dormitories for students, construction of a new passenger terminal,
construction of a multidisciplinary hospital, toll roads, and water supply. With international
investors in every sector of the nation’s economy, Kazakhstan’s economy has benefited greatly.
Economist Aidarkhanova, examining the impacts of a specific railway infrastructure project on the
local economy in Kazakhstan writes:
“The spillover effects from the development of such an infrastructure project are
significantly important both for the macroeconomy and for the local economy of the
region.” (Aidarkhanova, 2020)

While government control and authoritarianism remain issues in the region, Kazakhstan’s
history as an international trade and investment hotspot means that it has benefited greatly since
independence, and especially since the end of the 1990’s as the government developed stability
and worked to reform the economy. President Nazarbayev’s Kazakhstan 2030 mission outlines
seven main issues: national security; domestic stability and consolidation of the society; economic
growth based on an open market economy; health, education, and welfare; effectively utilizing
energy resources; transport and communication infrastructure; and the professionalization of
public administration. (Utegenova, 2011)
Kazakhstan’s position in world economic rankings continue to rise. Local reforms to
privatize the economy and improve the quality of life for the Kazakh continue.
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4. Soft Power in Kyrgyzstan
Kyrgyzstan, known as the “Switzerland of Asia”, has faced a more difficult struggle on the
path to development than Kazakhstan. Since independence the presidency has exchanged hands 4
times, and a few of the intermittent elections have been named as neither fair nor democratic votes.
Kyrgyzstan ranks 111th out of 173 countries on the Press Freedom Index by Reporters Without
Borders. The country ranks lower than any of the other 5 Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) in
terms of human rights.
These issues have drawn international non-profits to push democratic reforms, freedom of
press and humanitarian aid. Russian maintains its political influence on Bishkek, while China has
grown to be Kyrgyzstan’s largest source of FDI. The lower amounts of foreign investment and soft
power investment compared to Kazakhstan are the main reason why this research examines the
Kyrgyz Republic as a comparison to determine impacts on human development.

4.1 FDI in Kyrgyzstan
Unlike its resource-rich neighbor, Kyrgyzstan’s market is small, and it lacks large natural
resources such as gas, oil or minerals (Dikkaya & Keles, 2006). The motives for external
investment are fewer in this sense, yet Kyrgyzstan has seen a steady inflow of FDI over the years
since its independence in 1991.
Motives for foreign investors entering the country center around its gold and mining
industry. Known as the ‘Switzerland of Asia’, Kyrgyzstan boasts breathtaking mountain ranges
and rich gold deposits. Its strategical geopolitical location may also be attractive—Kyrgyzstan
borders China, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, and has been located along the key Silk
Road trade routes for centuries.
Despite being part of the WTO, backed by the IMF and having undergone many economic
and political reforms, Kyrgyzstan remains the second poorest country in Central Asia after
Tajikistan. It was the first Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) to be accepted into the
WTO (CIA), and is now part of 51 different international trade, political and human rights
organizations. The democratization process is slow, but FDI and international funding boosts the
economy.
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China’s BRI mimics the historic Silk Road on its path through Central Asia. China’s
importance as a trade partner and investor has grown immensely. As seen in the two tables below,
the gross inflow of FDI from investors has increased over the years, while the percentage of
investors has changed drastically. China’s share in the FDI inflows increased to almost half of the
FDI inflows overall. Close to 80% of FDI go to gold extraction and other metal industries (World
Bank). Between the years 2011-2017, when China’s investment projects were most actively
implemented, China reached a total of USD1.9 billion in FDI projects in Kyrgyzstan (Mogilevskii,
2019).

The United States was the fifth to sign a bilateral investment treaty with Kyrgyzstan, right
after China, in 1993 and 1992 respectively (UNCTAD). There are 37 bilateral investment treaties,
mostly with countries from Asia and Europe. Below is a graph of the FDI inflows in Kyrgyzstan
between the years 1991 and the present.
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As seen with FDI in Kazakhstan is that the economy fared poorly for the first decade after
its independence, resulting in fewer international investors and a slow growth rate. Kyrgyzstan’s
economy and FDI investment began to slowly pick up. Compared to Kazakhstan, the growth rates
were much lower. This is partially due to the poor regulation, government corruption and lack of
transparency in legal processes.

Table: World Bank, Kyrgyzstan FDI inflows 1991-2019

Russia’s ties to Kyrgyzstan extend beyond FDI flows, evidenced by the numbers of
ethnically Russian people living within Kyrgyzstan, and the remittances that average almost 30%
of the national GNP, coming from Kyrgyz workers in Russia. The next section examines the
demographic aspects of soft power more closely.
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4.2 Foreign NGO’s in Kyrgyzstan
This nation has played a strategic role since its independence in 1991. While this paper
examines soft power, excluding military investments from the analysis, it is valuable to note that
Kyrgyzstan is the only country in the world with United Stated and Russian military bases
operating simultaneously. With approval from the Kremlin, Kyrgyzstan allowed the United States
to open an air base to operate as a supply and transport base for the US’s operations in Afghanistan
post-9-11. The U.S. Manas air base was shut down officially in 2014 due to pressure from Russia
(Cooley, 2012; BBC News). This event demonstrated the influence that Russia still holds on the
region, as well as the strategical value of Kyrgyzstan in Central Asia.
Kyrgyzstan has become a country with the highest NGO density in Central Asia
(Jailobaeva, 2006). The hundreds of local civil society organizations and non-profits have
experienced three main challenges, according to Jailobayeva (2007):
“The first challenge is that they are not sustainable. The second one is that they do not
have support from the public, especially at a grassroots level. The third one is that they
still cannot influence and work with the state.”

The number of international NGO’s and non-profits are not as limited in their funding, but
still face restrictions from the authoritarian government. Pro-democracy and Western NGO’s face
a distrust of Western ideology, especially when it comes to American organizations. A former
Peace Corps volunteer teaching English in Kyrgyzstan said that “there was little trust in the United
States, and that many locals thought the American workers were “spies”. During the years 20142016, this Peace Corps volunteer heard locals voice a poor opinion of President Obama due to his
actions in Ukraine. “The older generation still reminisces about the Soviet Union, and Obama’s
actions are viewed as an afront to Russia and Russian sovereignty.”
The concept of state-backed organzations as part of the Rusky Mir (Russian World; Lutsevych,
2016) funding Russian culture, linguistic and youth organizations in Central Asia as a soft power
play holds true for the contended territory of Kyrgyzstan, perhaps even more so because of
American interest and push towards democracy and Western values. 7% of the population are
Russian compatriots, and there are 70 different public associations of Russian compatriots
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(KCPCK). There 19 organizations listed on Rusky Mir in Kyrgyzstan (Russian World), which
cannot be termed NGO’s, due to their state-backed nature, but work in similar areas as US NGO’s
do, including human rights, health, and education.
The table below was taken from a survey on U.S. global leadership. Unlike with
Kazakhstan, the US’s approval has remained steady during the years in which the survey was taken.
However, as mentioned with the Peace Corps volunteer, certain color revolutions and the resulting
Russian propaganda could have affected local opinions.

Table: The U.S. Global Leadership Project survey on approval of U.S. leadership
China’s presence is strong in Kyrgyzstan, as it shares a border and is a key point in the BRI
initiative. Confucius Institutes in Kyrgyzstan many eager young Kyrgyz to pursue careers with
Chinese employers, travel to China for studies, and pursue other careers that require Mandarin.
According to the Ministry of Education, Chinese is being taught at seven major universities in
Kyrgyzstan. Many state universities continue to get certification to teach Chinese (Kerimbayev et
al). Despite the success of China’s soft power investment into spreading Chinese language and
culture, recent protests against China’s handling of BRI projects in the country have tarnished
China’s image in Kyrgyzstan, forcing it to back out of a 280-million-dollar project.
The United States’ official NGO registrar, Brightstar, lists 28 NGO’s that work or have a
focus in Kyrgyzstan. Some of these are overlapping with the NGO’s to Kazakhstan, as they have
a Central Asian.
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4.3 Infrastructure Development in Kyrgyzstan

Kyrgyzstan has seen a lot on investment on the infrastructure front. As a mountainous region with
an underdeveloped economy and little arable land. The Kyrgyz Republic has been on the forefrunt
of China’s BRI initiative, and has received large amounts of funding through this initiative. Most
infrastructure projects through the BRI were financed through loans, although the amount of
projects financed by the Chinese government are still very high. The total costs of infrastructure
projects financed by China in Kyrgyzstan equal USD2.2 billion.
The BRI in Kyrgyzstan has a high focus on road building,
Another powerful neighbor, Russian development has not been as highly funded as
Kyrgyzstan’s eastern neighbor. In 2014 the Russian Kyrgyz Development Fund was established
and operates now in accordance with the Agreement between the Government of the Kyrgyz
Republic and the Russian Federation (Russian

The World Bank’s analysis on private participation in infrastructure development shows

Infrastructure Sectors Reported
ICT, Natural Gas, Water and sewerage

Four main highways connecting the 4 sides of the country, (Mogilevskii, 2019)
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5. Human Development
Amartya Sen, the most quoted author on the principles of the development, views human
development as the process of enlarging a person’s “functionings and capabilities to function, the
range of things that a person could do and be in her life” (Sen, 1989). The United Nations built
on this concept to include sustainable development, gender equality, poverty, consumption and
sustainable development, human rights, and democracy as the main policy challenges (FukudaParr, 2003; Sen, 1989).
Directly after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the decade following it, the state-run
economy and supply chains collapsed. Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, both exporters of valuable gas,
oil and minerals to processing plants across the Soviet territories were left in shambles. Without a
stable government and missing the backbone of the economy, a mass migration of Kazakh and
Kyrgyz abroad occurred. This demographic change reflected negatively on human development
indexes, as the population that left were the educated, the able-bodied working-class citizens
leaving for a better quality of life (Nyussupova et al, 2011).
As seen in the table below, the Human Development Index (HDI) for both countries
decreased in the first years after independence. The UN ranks a HDI score of 0.800 of above to be
“very high development”. Kazakhstan’s rapid economic growth rate and improving sociographic
indicators allowed Kazakhstan to reach a high level of human development. Kyrgyzstan, though
following the same timeline, still ranks extremely low in terms of human development. Only in
the past decade has Kyrgyzstan passed the 0.550 score. Any lower than 0.550 is ranked as low
human development, with extremely low quality of life and high poverty levels. Due to the lack
of transparency in the Soviet Union, this paper does not look at HDI data from prior to 1990.
Human Development Index (Green-Kazakhstan, yellow- Kyrgyzstan), Accessed: UNDP
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Gender equality remains another issue in Central Asian culture. There is little gender
equality, with a much higher unemployment rate for women than for men (Azimova &
Abazbekova, 2011). This leads to a high maternal mortality rate, which is exacerbated by the lack
of enough doctors and medical staff. Due to the poor economic levels in Kyrgyzstan, there is a
constant ‘brain drain’ of skilled individuals traveling abroad to find work, which is why a third of
the GNP comes from nationals working abroad in Kazakhstan and Russia.
The graph above indicates that of the two countries, Kazakhstan ranks higher in human
development. Below are three main indicators for human development examined in detail.

5.1 Healthcare Expenditures
The graph below depicts healthcare expenditures as a percentage of GDP. Considering that
Kazakhstan’s GDP is much higher that Kyrgyzstan’s, the actual amount of funding going into
healthcare in Kazakhstan is most likely higher than in Kyrgyzstan. (Azimova & Abazbekova,
2011). Healthcare in both countries is similar to a Soviet model of state-provided healthcare which
has worsened due to emigration of qualified doctors. The doctor-to-patient ratio has increased in
both countries, with government support for adequate infrastructure, medical training, and support
for health care workers extremely inadequate.
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Health Care Expenditure as percent of GDP (Green-Kazakhstan, yellow- Kyrgyzstan), Accessed:
UNDP

This graph shows that a very small percentage of national GDP is spent on healthcare. To
improve the quality of lives in these two Central Asia countries, especially in rural areas (Azimova
& Abazbekova, 2011), there will need to be substantial healthcare reform and more funding.
5.2 Life Expectancy at Birth
Life expectancy at birth is a significant indicator of human development. According to
the United Nations Human Development Report, most Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS) countries show two stages of development post-Soviet Union. The first stage was from
1990-1995, during which period Kazakhstan dropped in world human development rankings
from 54th to 93rd place. The second stage from 1995 till the present shows improving conditions.
However, authors Nyussupova and Rodinova argue that a large reason for these indicators
worsening dramatically was the mass emigration that was characteristic both to Kazakhstan and
other CIS countries. Their research indicates that population decline, which resulted in lowered
demographic investment, was an important cause of negative shift in HDI in the first stage
(Nyussupova & Rodionova, 2011, p.78). The low life expectancy in Kazakhstan is directly
reflected in Kazakhstan’s low HDI rankings.
Life Expectancy at Birth (Green-Kazakhstan, yellow- Kyrgyzstan), Accessed: UNDP
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The above graph depicts life expectancy at birth, with the green line indicating Kazakhstan
and the yellow line indicating Kazakhstan. As seen, Kazakhstan suffered from extremely low life
expectancy throughout its first decade of independence and only passed 70 years of life expectancy
post 2010. Besides this, there was also a huge gap between life expectancy for men and women
(in 2009 average life expectancy was 68.6 years; for male – 63.6 years; for women – 73.5 years),
whereas countries with high life expectancy are expected to have no more than 7 to 8 years of
difference in average life expectancy.
Surprisingly enough, Kyrgyzstan had higher life expectancy than Kazakhstan until quite
recently, despite Kazakhstan outperforming Kyrgyzstan in many other aspects of growth and
development. The health care systems in both countries are in poor shape, but there will need to
be better funding and improved work conditions to attract and retain the healthcare professionals
needed to sufficiently serve the Kazakh and Kyrgyz people.
5.3 GDP Per Capita and the Gini Coefficient
GDP per capita is a good indicator of economic growth, which indicates a higher quality
of life for locals. However, if the main resources in a country are owned by a few rich elites, then
a high GDP per capita does not reflect on society. Since both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan fall
under that category (Cooley, 2012), this paper looks at the Gini coefficient as well.
The Gini coefficient is a unit for measuring wealth equality or inequality. A score of 1, or
100%, demonstrates maximum inequality. A score of zero demonstrates complete wealth equality.
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No countries exist that have a completely equal or completely inequal economy. The graphs below
depict the GDP per capita and the Gini coefficient timeline in both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.
Both countries saw little to no economic growth in the first decade of independence, and
then saw rapid growth beginning in the second decade of independence. The Gini coefficient
decreasing shows the wealth inequality also decreasing. Kazakhstan had a much higher level of
wealth inequality, but in recent years, Nazarbayev’s Kazakhstan 2030 reforms and push towards
business privatization has raised wealth equality in the country.
The wealth inequality in Kyrgyzstan has not fluctuated as much as in Kazakhstan. In the
last decade, both countries have steadily seen reduced wealth inequality combined with growing
GDP per capita. From this economic standpoint, the quality of life is improving for these Central
Asian countries. More
Table 1: World Bank, GDP per capita in Kazakhstan

Table 2: World Bank, GDP per capita in Kyrgyzstan
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Table 4: Gini Coefficient – Kyrgyzstan, World Bank
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6. Analysis
This study does not have the depth to conduct economic testing, as there are too many
variables and lack of clear terminological definitions to quantify the qualitative values of soft
power and human development. To further study this question in depth, it would require an indepth case study with controlled variables over a longer period of time; Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan are both young countries with rapidly evolving systems.
The evidence provided does, however, demonstrate a clear correlation between soft power
investments and human development. The same timeline seen in the economic growth factors,
where FDI, GDP per capita and national GDP decreased in the first 5 to 10 years postindependence is mirrored in the worsening of human development indicators as measured by the
World Bank. This is partially due to the collapse of the centralized planning and infrastructure in
the Soviet Union and the emigration of high-skilled individuals (Nyussupova, 2011).
Despite the obvious improvement in human development, education, quality of life and
economic growth, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan still remain low on measures of political freedom,
freedom of speech and freedom of media. Kyrgyzstan continues to face extreme amounts of
government corruption, internal conflicts and political turmoil. The absence of free and fair
elections has contributed to this in both countries, but the slower economic growth and lower levels
of investment in Kyrgyzstan can be seen as both contributing and resulting factors in this
phenomenon.
Further studies and analysis of the individual correlations must be completed in order to
provide policy makers with the best practices based on regime type for diversifying the sectors of
foreign investment and improving wealth equality. It is possible to predict that the recent events
of Covid-19 have and will continue to take a toll on the oil-centric industries, but trade and the
demand for these products will return to normal as soon as the global trade and travel normalizes.
The impacts of recent events in Kyrgyzstan may also impact the human development
indicators, and it remains to be seen how the foreign interest in these countries will continue to
evolve.

Honors Thesis

Cheryl White

36

7. Conclusion
In conclusion, this research shows that soft power investments are correlated to human
development. The soft power investments into these Central Asian countries are not as impactful
as they would have been if:
1) the FDI was spread into multiple sectors of the economy, rather than focused on
extraction of natural resources. Both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have favorable investment
regulation, and foreign companies are treated to the same rights as local companies. Including
sectors where FDI would either be limited or encourage to boost sectors of the economy such as
machine manufacturing, infrastructure and farming technology are ways that might improve the
social and economic level of these countries.
2) large economic sectors would be privatized, encouraging a spread of wealth. The
economy in both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are growing steadily, but the wealth distribution is
still at a poor level of equality.
Examining the three measures of soft power--- FDI, foreign organizations and
infrastructure development: the natural resources attracted most of the FDI received in Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan, not because they had rapidly developing economies and favorable business
conditions. Foreign organizations and NGO’s were mostly soft power plays from Russia and China,
while NGO’s from the United States had less state interests with a greater humanitarian focus.
Though many American NGO’s were sent into the country for democracy-building and improving
the quality of lives in the developing region, they could still be considered soft power plays from
the United States.
The impacts of these soft power investment can be seen as correlated to the improvement
in human development indicators. In order to determine which variables are the most impacted by
FDI and other soft power investments will require a more detailed case study and include countries
that begin with a similar level of GDP but follow a different economic and political development
timeline. This would allow for an exclusion of some of the socio-demographic and cultural issues
that may impact human development.
If we compare Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, then it becomes apparent that the level of
human development is correlated to the economy and inflow of FDI. The natural resources that
drew international investors in Kazakhstan enabled the country to rise to a high level of human
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development. In Kyrgyzstan, political instability and fewer natural resources made it a less
appealing prospective for investment. Western organizations in Kyrgyzstan attempt to support
democratization and human rights, but Bishkek and the local rulers have made it clear that
democratization and meddling in local politics is unwelcome (Cooley, 2012).
Through meta-analysis it is possible to determine that there is a strong correlation between
the values of soft power investments made in these countries and the individual indicators for
human development. It is crucial to note that extensive testing and studies involving more countries
with different political systems and historic timelines are necessary to determine how great of a
role the political regime and types of foreign investments play in improving human development
at a local level.
In the case of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, governmental stability and rule of law are
necessary in attracting foreign investment, while studies connecting FDI to political stability and
democratization (Vanderhill et al, 2019) demonstrate that these two factors are closely related to
each other. However, the authoritarian government in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan and state
control of the natural resources and main enterprises sequester the wealth and control of most of
the foreign investment. These governments have the ability to go to the international investors that
will not meddle in political democracy (Cooley, 2012), and this has limited the expected positive
effects on democracy and other political freedom indicators.
In order to better conclude the impacts of soft power investments on human development,
there would need to be more detailed research involving countries with fewer natural resources to
avoid the natural resources trap and control the variable of political regime.
As the question of human development is key to achieving sustainable development, there
are more studies being conducted on this topic. It should be one of the primary goals of
governments to determine the most effective practices to improve the quality of life for citizen and
take necessary policy measure in investment regulation and social welfare to ensure the long-term
growth and prosperity of the nation.
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